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VORACIOUS APPETITES
Hannah Hall

T

he Colonel had taken Nina to half a dozen countries on their belated
honeymoon, and she had decided that France, the last stop on their
tour, was her favorite. They had traveled all over the country to sample
local delicacies and national dishes which never failed to delight her taste
buds. Her other senses, too, were worked over without complaint, from
the bustling Parisian streets to the quiet countryside.
It was to the countryside that they retired for their last days in
France, in a charming little village whose name Nina could neither spell
nor pronounce. The Colonel was well known in most corners of the
world and had accepted an invitation to stay with one of his distant, dear
military friends during their last nights in France.
The man, the Captain, was a stocky man, much like Nina’s husband,
red in the face and balding overhead. When Nina and the Colonel
stepped out of their hired car, he greeted them both with an embrace.
Too familiar. “This can’t be your wife,” the Captain said in his heavy
accent, eyeing Nina up and down. It took effort not to shrink away from
his gaze. “She’s far too pretty for you.”
Both men let out harsh, belly-shaking laughs, and introductions were
made. The Captain had a wife also—a tall, slim woman called Marcelle
who wore her hair in a flow of chestnut curls over one shoulder, a few
strands escaping to frame her severe face. “Don’t mind him,” Marcelle
murmured to her as the two men led the way into the entrance hall. She
directed a servant to carry in their bags before leading Nina inside. “My
husband might look, but he knows better than to touch.” Her voice was
kinder than her face.
Had Nina’s disgust been so evident on her face? She adopted a
pleasant smile as Marcelle chattered to her all the way down the hall about
the dinner awaiting them. Until the Captain called on his wife to join in
his conversation with Nina’s husband. Nina was grateful for the reprieve
from the company, if only temporarily. The Colonel could strike up a
conversation with anyone, anywhere in the world. But Nina felt more
comfortable observing. It felt strange to insert herself into conversations
with people she did not know and would never see again. She slowed her
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pace in hopes of prolonging the moment when she was not expected to
speak, and she took the opportunity to observe their host’s decor.
The ceilings were high, and the doorways Nina walked through were
grand, curved arches with elaborate floral designs carved into them. The
walls were papered in patterns of roses, swans, and fleurs-de-lis. Each
room they moved through (and there were many of them to move
through before reaching the dining area) was a contained entity with its
own style of decor. And yet, each seemed to blend with the colors and
patterns of the room before it. To Nina, this display felt neither effortless
nor elegant. Instead, from the chandeliers on the ceilings, to the antique
furniture, to the accents of the floor moulding and unused pillar candles
in clean holders, the house seemed to have been meticulously, brutally
planned to the last detail.
As her husband and their hosts disappeared around a corner, Nina
paused in the hall, having lain eyes on an oil painting hanging on one
wall, which seemed to be at odds with the heartless decor in the rest of
the house. It was an image, or the suggestion of an image, of a woman
standing at the top of a grand staircase. Only the bottom hem of her green
dress was visible. Her shadow, outstretched in the dim lighting of the
painting, looked thin and malicious on the stairs before her. Toward the
center of the image, rich reds and browns were painted in crisp strokes,
becoming more haphazard near the edges of the canvas. The bordering
third of the painting was blurred entirely, giving Nina the feeling that she
was recalling an awful dream rather than looking at a physical object. She
felt off-balance, teetering on the edge of some precipice.
“I heard you studied with Cordero.”
Nina startled. She hadn’t heard the Captain’s wife walking up to her.
Marcelle stood shoulder to shoulder with her, fingers curled around a
glass of pale wine.
Nina smiled, embarrassed at her nerves, but grateful for the
distraction Marcelle had provided from the painting. She fixed her eyes
on the woman. “I did, yes,” she said. “Where did you hear that?” The
Colonel was popular, but Nina had only been married to him for a short
while. Surely people were not already gossiping about her all the way in
France.
“Your husband mentioned it in one of his letters,” Marcelled
answered, much to Nina’s relief. “I had a few canvases and paints set up in
your room. I thought you might enjoy painting while you stay with us.”
Nina did not enjoy painting, and had not done it for some time, not
since finishing her lessons with Claudius Cordero. She did her best to
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hide her horror and gave the woman another grateful smile. “That’s very
thoughtful. Thank you.”
“It’s new,” Marcelle said, turning toward Nina as if she had some
secret, valuable information to pass on. “The Captain bought it from the
artist himself just this year. Maybe you saw him working on it?”
Nina gave a ghost of a shrug and turned toward the painting again,
as though trying to recall it from her memory. Instead, she scrutinized it.
It wasn’t new to her. Any painting Cordero might be showing off now,
she suspected, would not be unfamiliar. The Colonel had purchased four
of Cordero’s newest pieces at a gallery showing earlier that year. But not
this one. Nina supposed the Captain and Marcelle had gotten to it first.
“Maybe,” she said. “What do you think of him? Cordero, I mean.”
“Oh, I don’t think about him much,” Marcelle said, flashing a smile.
“I never liked his early work. But this one caught my eye.”
Nina didn’t know what to say to that. A tense moment stretched
between them before Marcelle took her arm. “Come on, now. Dinner
should be just about ready.”
Nina considered tearing away and seizing the painting. Instead, she
followed Marcelle into the dining room, where the Captain and her own
husband were sitting already. The women joined them at the table, and a
few moments later, the quiet, white-clad servants deposited the first dish
in front of them: a half-dozen white asparagus tips and morels in a thin,
buttery sauce.
Marcelle joined effortlessly the conversation taking place between
her husband and the Colonel. Nina did not speak French, except for a
few polite words she had picked up during their trip. S’il vous plaît. Merci.
Je ne comprends pas. Normally, Nina was grateful to avoid being forced
to make small talk. Now, she felt conspicuously left out at the table. She
joined in the only way she could and, indeed, she thought, possibly the
only way that actually mattered to these people, and took thoughtful
bites from the dish served to her as her husband and the couple chattered
amongst themselves.
Nina and the Colonel had only come into each other’s lives a short
while ago, when she was finishing up her apprenticeship with Cordero.
The lessons had soured Nina on painting. Had she still been inclined to
it, she would not have found any respectable patrons, anyway.
The Colonel had appeared as she was contemplating other areas of
employment. She had never planned to marry, had never thought she
had the inclination for it. But at the time, she had found herself unable
to work in her chosen field and lacking in other opportunities. And the
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Colonel was well off and well respected, and for whatever reason—gossip
of her talent or pure chance, Nina still did not know—his eye had turned
to her.
They had met in passing at a party organized by Cordero, the last one
Nina had attended before disentangling herself from the artist completely.
She and the Colonel had exchanged what Nina thought at the time to be
polite but empty conversation. It had clearly meant more to the Colonel,
as a proposal and wedding followed shortly thereafter.
They were well suited to each other. The Colonel did not mind that
Nina was unresponsive on their wedding night. Nina did not mind that
her new husband spent more time traveling for work than he spent at
home. She enjoyed the solitude. Enjoyed less the forced conversations
which occurred whenever the Colonel returned home for a day or two.
It was after one of these conversations, when Nina had reluctantly
told the Colonel about her time studying under Cordero, that he began
acquiring the artist’s newest works for her. It was at his insistence that
they embark on their belated honeymoon, and Nina saw it for what it
was: a surprisingly kind attempt at distracting her from the past.
Still, it was the Colonel’s appetite which primarily ruled their travels,
though Nina found that she enjoyed trialing food as much as he did.
And, though she had no interest in the man as her husband, she found
him pleasant enough as a traveling companion.
They had started in Israel, and there had tasted locusts fried and
covered in chocolate, which Nina had found passably pleasant. In Japan,
they had dined on shirako, a dish which looked like the brains of some
unfortunate animal and tasted, much to Nina’s surprise, like a sweet egg
custard. Italy had brought, amongst other things, a sharp and pungent
cheese on flatbread which Nina had no desire to ever experience again.
France, so far, had been friendlier to her taste buds.
“How is it?”
Nina looked up to find Marcelle eyeing her intently, waiting for
an answer. “Excellent,” she said. She didn’t know the French for it, but
Marcelle seemed to understand English well enough.
Marcelle grinned at her response. “Your husband tells me you’ve
been touring the food world. How do we compare?”
Nina recognized it for the forced conversation starter it was, but
she answered all the same, singing the praises of Parisian coffeehouses
and provincial bakeries. As she spoke, she caught the Captain glancing
her way now and then, though he kept up his conversation with her
husband. It made Nina want to squirm in her seat, or run from the room,
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so she kept her eyes fixed on Marcelle.
A waiter disappeared her empty plate and deposited a new one in
front of her, an unrecognizable dish which, as Nina tasted it, turned out
to be salmon, beautifully topped with olives and herbs and roasted with
zucchini. “The rest of the world can’t compare with France when it comes
to food, I’m finding.”
Marcelle’s eyes twinkled at the compliment, and she raised a delicate
brow. “As if there had ever been any question of that.”
“You keep a talented chef,” Nina added.
Marcelle laughed. “My husband is to thank for that. Only the best,
you know.”
Nina did know. Her husband was just the same, his house as
elaborately decorated and carefully staffed, his uniform as perfectly
pressed as the Captain’s sitting beside him. Nina had never known the
Colonel when he wasn’t the Colonel. Certainly, she had never known
the man to accept less than he thought was his due. Or her due, as his
wife now. She supposed that was why he had taken it upon himself to
acquire her misattributed paintings, why he had only taken that course
after Nina had insisted he not bother Cordero and give the man another
reason to denigrate her to his peers. If the Captain showed his wealth
with a lovely house and excellent staff, the Colonel was more personal in
his dedication to perfection.
“Was that a Cordero painting I saw in your hall?”
Nina’s eyes darted from Marcelle to her husband as he switched over
to English, presumably for her benefit. But the man had his attention
fixed on the Captain who, for his part, seemed delighted to talk about
the acquisition.
“It is,” the Captain said, grinning from red ear to red ear, with too
many teeth. His accent was thick, so that Nina had to focus carefully
even to understand his English. “One of his latest.”
Nina thought it odd that he didn’t mention her connection to the
artist. If Marcelle knew, then he surely knew as well, since the only way
she could have known was if her husband was sharing the Colonel’s
letters with her. Briefly, Nina entertained the idea that her own husband
was writing secret letters to Marcelle. But it did not seem his way.
The Colonel went on. “Would you be at all willing to part with it, I
wonder?”
“Oh, no!” Marcelle cried. She grasped her husband’s arm. “I adore
that painting. I couldn’t bear to lose it, you know.”
The Captain patted her hands on his arm and gave the Colonel an
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apologetic shrug.
“Isn’t there anything I might do to persuade you?” the Colonel
pressed. His tone was jovial, his face relaxed. But Nina saw the barelycontained agitation in the tension in his shoulders, the sharp set of his
jaw. “I know it would mean so much to Nina to have it.”
Marcelle shot Nina a frightening look, eyes wide and fearful, as
though she thought Nina might get up and take the painting for herself
right then. “You studied with Cordero. Surely you can leave something
of him for the rest of us.”
A long pause followed, during which Nina realized she was expected
to make some response. “...Of course,” she said. She looked to her
husband. “Let’s not be greedy.” Her wide eyes pleaded for him to let it go.
The Colonel didn’t say anymore about it, but Nina suspected it
would not be the last inquiry her husband made about the painting while
they stayed with their host. Fortunately, the Captain kept excellent staff,
and the servants hurried in to swap out half-finished plates with newly
prepared ones before the tension grew too thick. The salmon dish was
replaced by a spinach crepe, and this was followed by a plate of mussels,
shallots, and leeks. Nina enjoyed every bite but couldn’t appreciate it
fully. She kept finding Marcelle’s suspicious eyes watching her, only to
dart away each time Nina caught her glaring. The strain between them
turned her stomach in much the same way the Italian cheese had.
She was just finishing the last of her mussels when Marcelle’s husband
spoke again. By his jovial tone, he seemed to have completely forgotten
the tension of the past few minutes. “We have a rare treat tonight,” he
said. He spoke in English, which Nina knew he used exclusively for her
benefit.
Their host patted the Colonel’s shoulder. For his part, the Colonel
looked as though he most definitely had not forgotten their nearargument, but his agitated expression turned wary as two servants came
in from the kitchen, plates in hand, and Marcelle’s husband took the
opportunity to speak more on the coming course. “Here we have a native
delicacy, the ortolan bunting: caged and fattened and then drowned in
Armagnac before being plucked and roasted for dining.” Here, he turned
again toward the Colonel. “Truthfully, illegal to eat, as it’s numbers are so
low. But it seemed a shame not to share it with you while you are here.”
Her husband looked cautiously curious. Nina felt ill.
“I have planned for us to dine on it in the traditional way,” their host
continued. “With the face veiled, as to trap the aromas in and to hide the
act from God, it is to be eaten whole.”
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Nina schooled her face into an expression of neutrality as a servant
draped her head and face with a cloth napkin, and then she was alone
with her horror, blind to her dining companions, her husband. She could
only see the dish set before her, and even that only if she strained her
eyes downward. Nina did this and immediately regretted it when she
took in the horrific course that had been presented. A bird lay face-up on
the plate, a whole bird, feet to beak, plucked of its feathers and its flesh
roasted dark brown. Its wide eyes stared up at her, begging for mercy. Its
body, fat and bulbous, seemed incapable of being supported by its small,
spindly legs. Despite the bird’s grotesque, globular body, Nina thought it
looked to be slightly smaller than her thumb.
No cutlery was provided. Nina brought her face closer to the dish,
mindful of the napkin precariously placed upon her head, and the bird’s
nutty, slightly alcoholic odor struck her, stoking her appetite despite its
appearance. It was an absurd sham of a dish, she thought. Even children
ate larger portions. What was the point? But even as Nina thought how
cruel it was that someone had murdered a bird for such a meager morsel
of meat, her mouth watered at the smell captured beneath her napkin.
She picked it up by one foot between thumb and index finger before a
servant leaned down and murmured gently, “The feet first, madame.”
The feet first? She picked it up, then, by the beak. The bony extension
held more heat than the slim, twig-like legs. It burned her fingers, and
she hurried to deposit the bird into her mouth. It burned no less there,
but other sensations soon joined it as Nina bit down and broke through
the rib cage with a wet crunch. Fat and guts exploded in a fiery spray in
her mouth as the bird burst. The ortolan’s blood mingled with hers as its
broken bones sliced at the soft tissue of her cheeks. Her own blood, then,
along with every bit of the tiny creature, slid down with surprising ease as
she gasped air into her scorching throat.
There were a few long, painful moments after, as Nina tried desperately
to get air into her lungs without further irritating her insides, without
making too much noise. She could not tell if her companions were any
quieter than she was. It was only once she had finally felt the burn begin
to subside, when she had quieted herself, that the servant removed the
napkin from her face with a flourish before silently disappearing back
into the kitchen with the rest of the staff.
It was immediately clear to Nina that she was not the only one who
had suffered. Marcelle dabbed at the corners of her mouth with a cloth,
but Nina could still see the greasy residue of the bird shining on her
painted lips, and she brought a napkin to her own mouth, hoping to
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wipe away the evidence of the cruel experience.
The Colonel and their host were more obviously affected. Sweat
lined her husband’s brow, and his face had gone red in a mirror of the
Captain’s, though his expression was decidedly less pleased. Marcelle’s
husband was still gasping, obviously in pain, obviously enjoying every bit
of his monstrosity, while Nina could still feel the bird’s feet clawing at her
insides, seeking purchase as it fell in an unsatisfying heap in her stomach.
It had feathers there. It hadn’t had feathers on her plate, but it had them
in her stomach, tickling and scratching and making the food already in
her stomach quake with the need to be expelled.
After dinner, a reluctant Marcelle guided Nina, sickly green and
having trouble standing upright, on a walk through the garden behind
the house. Nina held the woman’s arm, and Marcelle kept up another
steady stream of conversation. But it was clear to Nina that the woman no
longer had any desire to be friendly with her, even if hospitality dictated
she had to be while Nina and her husband were guests in her house.
Nina retired to the room prepared for her and the Colonel after the
walk. She had hoped to sleep off the lingering nausea from dinner, and
the awful panic that had set in upon seeing that painting hanging in their
hosts’ home. Instead, Nina’s panic was renewed upon seeing the painting
supplies that had been left in the room for her. Canvases and vibrant
paints were laid out on the desk. Her nausea returned in full force, and
she hurried to the water closet to expel dinner. She washed her mouth
and changed before climbing into the bed. But once there, she was too
restless to sleep as she wanted. The knowledge of the painting hanging
downstairs stuck in her head without any distraction present.
When the Colonel finally retired to their room, Nina had already
given up on sleep and moved to the dressing table. She had planned to
comb her hair, but the jeweled comb lay abandoned on the table while
she sat hunched forward, chin propped in one hand. She straightened up
as the Colonel entered.
He paused in the doorway for a moment, then closed the door and
prepared for bed. Nina watched him from her perch at the dressing table,
saw him run a hand across the stubbled skin of his jaw, an anxious habit.
“He won’t part with it,” he said eventually. “Your painting.”
“It isn’t my painting,” Nina said. It wasn’t really. It bore someone else’s
signature, it hung in someone else’s house. Even the ones she’d shredded
and burned at home hadn’t felt like her own anymore. Whatever claim
she had had on them, whatever of herself she’d put into them, it was
The Oval • 62

Nina schooled her face into an expression of neutrality as a servant
draped her head and face with a cloth napkin, and then she was alone
with her horror, blind to her dining companions, her husband. She could
only see the dish set before her, and even that only if she strained her
eyes downward. Nina did this and immediately regretted it when she
took in the horrific course that had been presented. A bird lay face-up on
the plate, a whole bird, feet to beak, plucked of its feathers and its flesh
roasted dark brown. Its wide eyes stared up at her, begging for mercy. Its
body, fat and bulbous, seemed incapable of being supported by its small,
spindly legs. Despite the bird’s grotesque, globular body, Nina thought it
looked to be slightly smaller than her thumb.
No cutlery was provided. Nina brought her face closer to the dish,
mindful of the napkin precariously placed upon her head, and the bird’s
nutty, slightly alcoholic odor struck her, stoking her appetite despite its
appearance. It was an absurd sham of a dish, she thought. Even children
ate larger portions. What was the point? But even as Nina thought how
cruel it was that someone had murdered a bird for such a meager morsel
of meat, her mouth watered at the smell captured beneath her napkin.
She picked it up by one foot between thumb and index finger before a
servant leaned down and murmured gently, “The feet first, madame.”
The feet first? She picked it up, then, by the beak. The bony extension
held more heat than the slim, twig-like legs. It burned her fingers, and
she hurried to deposit the bird into her mouth. It burned no less there,
but other sensations soon joined it as Nina bit down and broke through
the rib cage with a wet crunch. Fat and guts exploded in a fiery spray in
her mouth as the bird burst. The ortolan’s blood mingled with hers as its
broken bones sliced at the soft tissue of her cheeks. Her own blood, then,
along with every bit of the tiny creature, slid down with surprising ease as
she gasped air into her scorching throat.
There were a few long, painful moments after, as Nina tried desperately
to get air into her lungs without further irritating her insides, without
making too much noise. She could not tell if her companions were any
quieter than she was. It was only once she had finally felt the burn begin
to subside, when she had quieted herself, that the servant removed the
napkin from her face with a flourish before silently disappearing back
into the kitchen with the rest of the staff.
It was immediately clear to Nina that she was not the only one who
had suffered. Marcelle dabbed at the corners of her mouth with a cloth,
but Nina could still see the greasy residue of the bird shining on her
painted lips, and she brought a napkin to her own mouth, hoping to
61 • Hall

wipe away the evidence of the cruel experience.
The Colonel and their host were more obviously affected. Sweat
lined her husband’s brow, and his face had gone red in a mirror of the
Captain’s, though his expression was decidedly less pleased. Marcelle’s
husband was still gasping, obviously in pain, obviously enjoying every bit
of his monstrosity, while Nina could still feel the bird’s feet clawing at her
insides, seeking purchase as it fell in an unsatisfying heap in her stomach.
It had feathers there. It hadn’t had feathers on her plate, but it had them
in her stomach, tickling and scratching and making the food already in
her stomach quake with the need to be expelled.
After dinner, a reluctant Marcelle guided Nina, sickly green and
having trouble standing upright, on a walk through the garden behind
the house. Nina held the woman’s arm, and Marcelle kept up another
steady stream of conversation. But it was clear to Nina that the woman no
longer had any desire to be friendly with her, even if hospitality dictated
she had to be while Nina and her husband were guests in her house.
Nina retired to the room prepared for her and the Colonel after the
walk. She had hoped to sleep off the lingering nausea from dinner, and
the awful panic that had set in upon seeing that painting hanging in their
hosts’ home. Instead, Nina’s panic was renewed upon seeing the painting
supplies that had been left in the room for her. Canvases and vibrant
paints were laid out on the desk. Her nausea returned in full force, and
she hurried to the water closet to expel dinner. She washed her mouth
and changed before climbing into the bed. But once there, she was too
restless to sleep as she wanted. The knowledge of the painting hanging
downstairs stuck in her head without any distraction present.
When the Colonel finally retired to their room, Nina had already
given up on sleep and moved to the dressing table. She had planned to
comb her hair, but the jeweled comb lay abandoned on the table while
she sat hunched forward, chin propped in one hand. She straightened up
as the Colonel entered.
He paused in the doorway for a moment, then closed the door and
prepared for bed. Nina watched him from her perch at the dressing table,
saw him run a hand across the stubbled skin of his jaw, an anxious habit.
“He won’t part with it,” he said eventually. “Your painting.”
“It isn’t my painting,” Nina said. It wasn’t really. It bore someone else’s
signature, it hung in someone else’s house. Even the ones she’d shredded
and burned at home hadn’t felt like her own anymore. Whatever claim
she had had on them, whatever of herself she’d put into them, it was
The Oval • 62

gone. Stolen away.
“It should be yours,” the Colonel replied.
“Don’t fuss. Please.” Nina left the comb on the table and climbed
into bed, hoping to put the matter to rest. Literally, if necessary. “His wife
already thinks I’m going to steal it.”
“Perhaps we should.”
Nina shook her head. Her stomach had settled a bit. Trying to
convince the Colonel to let the painting go had helped push the fresh
horror to the back of her own mind for the moment. She turned on her
side, facing the man with wide, pleading eyes. “In any case, it’s too late to
be thinking about it now. No good decision was ever made at this time
of night.”
The Colonel gave her a sad smile and climbed into bed beside her.
Normally, as Nina settled into the warmth of her husband’s arms,
she tried to find some comfort in them, something close to the adoration
he had shown her since they had first met. The closest she ever got was a
chaste, friendly fondness, a pale thing in comparison to what she knew
he wanted of her.
Tonight, she did not even find that, instead lying still and cold
beneath heavy blankets, eyes blinking in the darkness of the room.
She tried picking out the furniture in the dark, trying to separate thick
shadows from thinner shadows, an exercise to keep her mind occupied.
Every time her eyelids drooped, she found the image of that painting
had been burned into her brain. Once or twice, she did manage to doze
off, only to awaken from nightmares of watching the woman in the
green dress walk down her staircase, her mangled shadow elongating and
twisting toward Nina in her dreams, with insidious intent.
The second time Nina woke, she felt the dampness of tears on her
cheeks, the chill of air touching her shoulders as she realized the Colonel
had rolled over in his sleep, his back turned toward her now, cutting off
what little comfort he had provided.
Nina tried to sleep, but the woman in the painting lived behind her
eyelids now. She saw her when she blinked, so she tried not to blink, but
that could only go on for so long.
Her feet were on the floor before Nina realized she had decided to
get up, the cold hardwood sending a chill up through her feet and into
her bones. She fumbled around for her slippers and pulled a shawl over
her shoulders. All the while, she studied the darkest corners of the room,
looking for the woman she felt certain was lurking somewhere just out
of her perception.
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Nina made her way out of the room and down the stairs. There was
no woman, not really. Nina hadn’t painted the image with a subject in
mind. She had made her up, the woman in the green dress, and now her
creation had come to haunt her, to hurt her, to burrow into her mind as
a perverse replacement for the claim she’d once had on the painting itself.
As she descended the stairs, Nina tried to convince herself she was
going to do anything but what she had to. She did not want to destroy
the painting, did not want the wife of one of her husband’s close friends
to despise her.
She was almost surprised that Marcelled hadn’t left someone to
watch over the painting, suspicious as she had been. Yet the painting was
unguarded.
Nina studied it. As before, when she had clawed at the paintings the
Colonel had bought, when she had held their tattered remains over the
fire, Nina felt anger bubble up all at once at the signature in the corner
of the painting. The swirling, elaborate C followed by an indecipherable
scrawl. Once, she’d been proud of her work. Now, all she could see were
the many markings of her instructor in it. In the corner, his signature. In
the careful attention paid to the crease of the dress where the toe of the
woman’s shoe peeked out. Whatever pieces of her had once been etched
into the picture were gone now, swallowed up and incorporated into
someone else’s art.
Nina’s hand crept up to the painting, until her fingers rested over
the signature, one nail poised over the C to scratch it away. It wouldn’t
help. She’d tried it four times already. It wasn’t the name that made it
unbearable, but the betrayal. The theft. The knowledge that her former
instructor might be sitting in a room somewhere that very moment,
showing off another one of her stolen paintings. Or worse, wooing some
other girl into his studio to chew and spit out, to bleed on a canvas and
then be discarded.
Her nail scratched at the signature. Softly at first, then with vigor.
Some of the paint flaked off, but the signature didn’t disappear until
Nina pushed too hard and broke through the corner of the painting.
She looked at the flap of paper before grasping it between thumb and
forefinger and tearing the corner off, taking the signature with it. It wasn’t
enough to make the painting hers again. But it belonged to Cordero less,
and more to Marcelle, and Nina could nearly live with that.
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